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Fear of Heaven Unit 28 

Ketuvim, Midrash RaMBaM Perhaps in today’s religious climate, calling upon people to invigorate their 

Yirat Shamayim could prove counterproductive, since it could be interpreted 

as an overemphasis with minutia of the law and esoteric detail? R. 

Lichtenstein responds that to ignore the awe and self-discipline that 

traditionally has been associated with the observant life cannot be 

advocated, even while granting that the dimension of spirituality must also 

be addressed. 

   תהילים יט:ט

ּקּוֵדי י   ים,  קו  קפִּ רִּ ש  ֵחיי  מ  שַׂ וַׂת   ; בלֵ -מ  צ  ה,  קו  קי   מִּ ר  ת ב  ירַׂ אִּ מ 
ם יִּ  .ֵעינ 

 ד"ה משמחי לב 1דעת מקרא
 משמחין את לבו של העושה אותם.

 ד"ה מאירת עינים
יש במשמע מדריכים את האדם בדרך הנכונה ומלמדתו 

 ם שבדרך...להזהיר מן המכשולי
ויש במשמע משמחת את האדם, ומקביל אל "משמחי 

 לב"... 
 ויש במשמע נותנת חיים...

Tehillim 19:9 
The Precepts of the LORD are Right, rejoicing the heart; the Commandment 

of the LORD is Pure, enlightening the eyes. 
Da’at Mikra2 s.v. Mesamchei Leiv 
Causes joy in the heart of the one who performs them.  
s.v. Me’irat Einayim 
There is implied that they guide the person in the proper direction and 

teaches him to be careful and avoid the obstacles in the path… 
And there is implied that they engender joy in man, and this is parallel to 

“rejoicing the heart”… 
And there is implied that it gives life… 

 

 בראשית רבה מד:א
אחר הדברים האלה היה דבר ה' אל ")בראשית טו:א( 

  "אברם במחזה לאמר וגו'
 

מגן  ,אמרת ה' צרופה ,ל תמים דרכוקה"( :לא)תהלים יח
  "הוא לכל החוסים בו

  !הוא על אחת כמה וכמה ,דרכיו תמימיםאם 
 

  .לא נתנו המצות אלא לצרף בהן את הבריות :רב אמר
וכי מה איכפת ליה להקב"ה למי ששוחט מן הצואר או 

הוי לא נתנו המצות אלא לצרף  ?מי ששוחט מן העורף
  .בהם את הבריות

 
 

( :חזה אברהם שנאמר )נחמיה ט --"ל תמים דרכוקה"ד"א 
  "לבבו נאמן לפניךומצאת את "

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Beraishit Rabba 44:1 
(Beraishit 15:1) “After these things the Word of the LORD Came unto Avram 

in a vision, Saying: 'Fear not, Avram, I Am thy Shield, thy reward shall be 
exceeding great.'” 

(Tehillim 18:31) “As for God, His Way Is Perfect; the Word of the LORD Is 
Tried; He Is a Shield unto all them that take refuge in Him.” 
If His Way Is Perfect, He Himself all the more so! 

 
Rav said: The only reason why the Mitzvot were given was to purify people 

by means of them. Why should the Holy One, Blessed Be He Care 
whether one ritually slaughters an animal frontally, cutting the throat, or 
from behind, cutting the neck? But this demonstrates that the Mitzvot 
were given to purify the people by means of them.  

Another explanation (of Tehillim 18:31):  
“As for God, His Way Is Perfect”—this is a reference to Avraham, about 

whom is stated (Nechemia 9:7-8) “7 Thou Art the LORD the God, who 
didst Choose Avram, and Broughtest him forth out of Ur of the 
Chaldees, and Gavest him the name of Avraham; 8 and Foundest his 
heart faithful before Thee, and Madest a Covenant with him to Give 
the land of the Canaanite, the Hittite, the Amorite, and the Perizzite, 
and the Jebusite, and the Girgashite, even to Give it unto his seed, 
and hast Performed Thy Words; for Thou Art Righteous.” 

                                                           
1 Amos Chacham, Mosad HaRav Kook, Yershalayim, 5750, pp. 99-100. 
2 See fn. 1. 
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שצרפו הקדוש ברוך הוא בכבשן  --"אמרת ה' צרופה"
 3.האש

 
אל תירא ..."ברא' טו:א( )—"מגן הוא לכל החוסים בו "

 :"אברם אנכי מגן לך
 

“The Word of the LORD Is Tried”—that God Purified/Tried Avraham in 
the fiery furnace.”4 

 
“He Is a Shield unto all them that take refuge in Him”—(Beraishit 15:1) 

“Fear not Avram, I am thy Shield, thy reward will be exceedingly 
great.” 

 

Maimonides, Guide for the Perplexed 3:26 
As Theologians are divided on the question whether the Actions of God are the result of His Wisdom, or only of His Will without 
being intended for any purpose whatever, so they are also divided as regards the object of the Commandments which God gave us.  
Some of them hold that the Commandments have no object at all; and are only dictated by the Whim of God. Others are of opinion 
that all Commandments and Prohibitions are dictated by His Wisdom and serve a certain aim; consequently there is a reason for 
each one of the precepts: they are enjoined because they are useful. All of us, the common people as well as the scholars, believe 
that there is a reason for every Precept, although there are Commandments the reason of which is unknown to us, and in which the 
Ways of God's Wisdom are Incomprehensible. This view is distinctly expressed in Scripture; comp. "Righteous Statutes and 
Judgments" (Dev. iv. 8); “The Judgments of the Lord are True, and Righteous altogether" (Tehillim. xix. 9). There are 
Commandments which are called Chukkim," Ordinances," like the Prohibition of wearing garments of wool and linen (Sha'atnez), 
boiling meat and milk together, and the sending of the goat (into the wilderness on the Day of Atonement). Our Sages use in 
reference to them phrases like the following: "These are Things which I have fully Ordained for thee: and you dare not criticize 
them": "Your evil inclination is turned against them", and "Non-Jews find them strange." But our Sages generally do not think that 
such precepts have no cause whatever, and serve no purpose; for this would lead us to assume that God's Actions are purposeless. 
On the contrary, they hold that even these Ordinances have a cause, and are certainly intended for some use, although it is not 
known to us; owing either to the deficiency of our knowledge or the weakness of our intellect. Consequently there is a cause for 
every Commandment. Every positive or negative Precept serves a useful object; in some cases the usefulness is evident, e.g., the 

                                                           
3 Berashit Rabba 38:13 

“And Charan died in the presence of his father Terach" (Gen. 11:28).  
Rabbi Chiya the grandson of Rabbi Adda of Yaffo (said): Terach was a worshipper of idols. One time he had to 
travel to a place, and he left Avraham in charge of his store. When a man would come in to buy (idols), 
Avraham would ask: How old are you? They would reply: Fifty or sixty. Avraham would then respond: Woe to 
him who is sixty years old and worships something made today - the customer would be embarrassed, and 
would leave. A woman entered carrying a dish full of flour. She said to him: this is for you, offer it before them. 
Avraham took a club in his hands and broke all of the idols, and placed the club in the hands of the biggest 
idol. When his father returned, he asked: Who did all of this? Avraham replied: I can't hide it from you - a 
woman came carrying a dish of flour and told me to offer it before them. I did, and one of them said “I will eat 
it first,” and another said “I will eat it first.” The biggest one rose, took a club, and smashed the rest of them. 
Terach said: What, do you think you can trick me? They don't have cognition! Avraham said: Do your ears hear 
what your mouth is saying? Terach took Avraham and passed him off to (King) Nimrod. They said (to the king): 
Let us worship the fire. Avraham said to them: (Rather) let us worship water, for it extinguishes fire. Nimrod 
agreed: Let us worship water. Avraham continued: If so, let us worship the clouds, which provide water. 
Nimrod agreed: Let us worship the clouds. Avraham continued: If so, let us worship the winds that scatter the 
clouds. Nimrod agreed: Let us worship the winds. Avraham continued: If so, let us worship humans who are 
filled with wind (air). Nimrod replied: You're just speaking words - I only worship fire. I will throw you into it, 
and the God you worship can Save you from it. Charan was hidden and was of two minds, saying (to himself): 
If Avraham is victorious, I will say I am with Avraham, and if Nimrod is victorious, I will say I am with Nimrod. 
When Avraham was thrown into the fiery furnace and saved, they asked him (Charan): Who are you with? He 
replied: I am with Avraham. They took him and threw him into the fire, and his insides burned up and he died 
before his father Terach, as it says: "And Charan died in the [lit.] on the face of his father Terach" (Gen. 11:28). 

4 See fn. 3. 
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prohibition of murder and theft; in others the usefulness is not so evident, e.g., the prohibition of enjoying the fruit of a tree in the 
first three years (VaYikra. xix. 23), or of a vineyard in which other seeds have been growing (Dev. xxii. 9). Those Commandments, 
whose object is generally evident, are called" Judgments" (Mishpatim): those whose object is not generally clear are called 
"Ordinances" (Chukkim). Thus they say (in reference to the words of Moshe): “Ki Lo Davar Rek Hu MiKem" (for it is not a vain thing 
for you) Dev. xxxii. 47): "It is not in vain, and if it is in vain, it is only so because of how you view it." That is to say, the giving of these 
Commandments is not a vain thing and without any useful object; and if it appears so to you in any Commandment, it is owing to 
the deficiency in your comprehension. You certainly know the famous saying that Solomon knew the reason for all commandments 
except that of the "red heifer." Our Sages also said that God concealed the causes of Commandments, lest people should despise 
them, as Solomon did in respect to three Commandments, the reason for which is dearly stated. In this sense they always speak; 
and Scriptural texts support the idea.  

I have, however, found one utterance made by them in Bereshit Rabba (sect. xliv.), which might at first sight appear to 
imply that some Commandments have no other reason but the fact that they are Commanded, that no other object is intended by 
them, and that they do not serve any useful object I mean the following passage: “What difference does it make to God whether a 
beast is killed by cutting the neck in front or in the back? Surely the Commandments are only intended as a means of trying man; in 
accordance with the verse, ‘The Word of God Is a Test’ (lit. tried) (Tehillim xviii. 31).” Although this passage is very strange, and has 
no parallel in the writings of our Sages, I explain it, as you shall soon hear, in such a manner that I remain in accord with the 
meaning of their words and do not depart from the principle which we agreed upon, that the Commandments serve a useful object; 
"For it is not a vain thing for you": "I have not Said to the seed of Yaakov, ‘Seek me in vain.’” “I the Lord Speak Righteousness, 
Declare that which is right" (Yeshayahu xlv. 19). I will now tell you what intelligent persons ought to believe in this respect; namely, 
that each Commandment has necessarily a cause, as far as its general character is concerned, and serves a certain object; but as 
regards its details we hold that it has no ulterior object. Thus killing animals for the purpose of obtaining good food is certainly 
useful, as we intend to show (below, ch. xlviii.); that, however, the killing should not be performed by Nechira (poleaxing the 
animal), but by Shechita (cutting the neck), and by dividing the esophagus and the windpipe in a certain place; these regulations and 
the like are nothing but tests for man's obedience. In this sense you will understand the example quoted by our Sages (that there is 
no difference) between killing the animal by cutting its neck in front and cutting it in the back. I give this instance only because it has 
been mentioned by our Sages; but in reality (there is some reason for these regulations). For as it has become necessary to eat the 
flesh of animals, it was intended by the above regulations to ensure an easy death and to effect it by suitable means; whilst 
decapitation requires a sword or a similar instrument, the Shechita can be performed with any instrument; and in order to ensure 
an easy death our Sages insisted that the knife should be well sharpened. A more suitable instance can be cited from the detailed 
Commandments concerning sacrifices. The law that sacrifices should be brought is evidently of great use, as will be shown by us 
(infra, chap. xlvi.): but we cannot say why one offering should be a lamb, whilst another is a ram; and why a fixed number of them 
should be brought. Those who trouble themselves to find a cause for any of these detailed rules, are in my eyes void of sense: they 
do not remove any difficulties, but rather increase them. Those who believe that these detailed rules originate in a certain cause, 
are as far from the truth as those who assume that the whole law is useless. You must know that Divine Wisdom Demanded it -- or, 
if you prefer, say that circumstances made it necessary-that there should be parts (of His Work) which have no certain object: and 
as regards the Law, it appears to be impossible that it should not include some matter of this kind. That it cannot be avoided may be 
seen from the following instance. You ask why must a lamb be sacrificed and not a ram? But the same question would be asked, 
why a ram had been Commanded instead of a lamb, so long as one particular kind is required. The same is to be said as to the 
question why were seven lambs sacrificed and not eight; the same question might have been asked if there were eight, ten, or 
twenty lambs, so long as some definite number of lambs were sacrificed. It is almost similar to the nature of a thing which can 
receive different forms, but actually receives one of them. We must not ask why it has this form and not another which is likewise 
possible, because we should have to ask the same question if instead of its actual form the thing had any of the other possible 
forms. Note this, and understand it. The repeated assertion of our Sages that there are reasons for all commandments, and the 
tradition that Solomon knew them, refer to the general purpose of the commandments, and not to the object of every detail… 

 

Questions for thought and discussion: 
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1. The idea that the performance of Mitzvot will “gladden the heart” and “enlighten the eyes” 
assumes what sort of relationship between the performer of the Commandments and the 
Mitzvot themselves? If simply “going through the motions” might offer a certain structure, 
but not necessarily “joie de vivre”, what extra dimension is called for in order to achieve 
this type of emotional experience?  

2. The first position expressed in the Midrash suggests that approaching the Mitzvot in a 
certain manner, positing of course that they are essentially Divine and not man-initiated, 
even if the Rabbis had a significant hand in developing them, can lead to conclusions about 
God Himself. Could this line of reasoning whenever any Mitzva is performed result in a 
“gladdening of the heart and an enlightening of the eyes”? Discuss.  

3. Rav’s view in the Midrash suggests that the Mitzvot are essentially a program by which man 
is challenged to purify himself and his attributes. Does such an understanding deemphasize 
the dimension of deepening a relationship with God by means of carrying out the Mitzvot?  

4. The third position in the Midrash looks upon the word “Tamim” (perfect) not as an 
adjective for “Darko” (His Way), but rather as describing “his” (Avraham’s) way! (Possessive 
pronouns serve as the grist for creative Rabbinic interpretation.) Since individuals, like 
Avraham have the potential to perfect their personal qualities, HaShem will Generate 
situations for them (like Avraham’s being subjected to the fiery furnace upon resisting 
Nimrod’s overtures to adopt his form of idolatry) to bring these out. Why is it possible to 
view the performance of Mitzvot as another form of such opportunities?  

5. RaMBaM, in The Guide for the Perplexed, explains the passage from Beraishit Rabba in a 
manner that fits with his overall hypothesis regarding specific Mitzvot having reasons. Why 
could this Midrash be used to support both sides of the dispute that RaMBaM discusses? 
How is RaMBaM’s ultimate explanation whereby a distinction is drawn between the general 
parameters of a Mitzva and the details that apply to how one carries it out a type of 
compromise between the two polar opposite positions?  

6. How do all three of these sources support R. Lichtenstein’s contention that Yirat Shamayim 
in terms of punctilious Mitzva observance should not be thought to preclude an attitude of 
Ahavat HaShem and overall spirituality? 
 

Practical applications of the sources: 

1. In your personal approach to Mitzvot, do you think that you tend to follow the more literal 

position articulated by Rav in the Midrash, or the more nuanced interpretation of RaMBaM 

in The Guide? Or do you have a different approach that is reflected in neither of these two? 

Discuss.  


